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Abstract

To gain abetterunderstandingf why refugees have difficulties gegtiamployment, 90 Somali (35

men, 55 womenlere interviewedabout their employment histories prior to resettlement in New
Zealand and their experiences of employment in New Zealand. Close investigation of employment
histories showed that most had numerskils and that a large number had previously run their
own businesses (mostly import/export). Howetrer,studyfound several properties of their prior

skills did not transfer well to their current setting due to language, cultural, and environmental
issues. In particular, previous business owners relied heavily on informal language use to
influence customers and sellers; many relied on informal social networking over different
countries; many depended heavily on informal negotiation; they had tradesrover land rather

than sea; they traded goods specific to the region; they ran informal economies on the side; and
businesses had few government rules and legal requirements to Reebmmendations are
proposed tohelp overcome these more subtleidifties and form the basis for future research
interventions.

Introduction

Refugees moving into western countries are well known to have problems getting employment, and
are typically unemployed or underemployed (Altinkaya & Omundsen, 1999; Forrestr&tda,

2000; Montgomery, 1996; Stevens, 1993; Strand, 1984; Vinokurov, Birman & Trickett, 2000;
Waxman, 2001; Wooden, 1991). Apart from the difficulties this causes for successful resettlement
there can also be serious letegm physical and mental hdalproblems arising from chronic under

or unemployment (Beiser & Hou, 2001; Holden, 1999; Pernice, Trlin, Henderson & North, 2000;
Schwarzer, Jerusalem & Hahn, 1994; Strandh, 2000).

Many of the barriers to employment for refugees as® well recognisedand include language
difficulties, qualifications not being recognized, and discrimination (Altinkaya & Omundsen, 1999;
Beiser & Hou, 2001; Daly, Barker & McCarthy, 2002; Faelli & Carless, 1999; Montgomery, 1991;
North, Trlin & Singh, 1999; Shih, 2002; S$m 1996; Valtonen, 1999; Wooden, 1991). For
exampledthough refugees resettled in New Zealand have their skills and qualifications assessed on
entry to New Zealand, these assessments utilize western standards that often fail to acknowledge
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general skis, informal qualifications and previous experience. Overall, there is little research or
literature on the previous skills that refugees have and how they might be better adapted to
employment in the new country.

The present research study aimed to fimidl more about previous jobs and skills of one group of
refugees in one small city in New Zealand. While narrowly focused, it was hoped that the methods
and findings could beppliedto other refugee groups. As part of a longer term collaborative
researchprogramme with a Somali community, we examined employment histories in detail,
hoping to use the findings to develop new interventions to overcome barriers to employment for
these and other immigrant and refugee groups. The community is very conceoudhab
problem, although a lot of effort goes into working towards employment opportunities and
education for their children.

As well as confounding of factors in predicting employment, another problem with the refugee
employment research area isthattnosof it has concentrated on mi
i s known about womends empl oyment ( Ahmed, 19
Manderson, 2000; Morokvasic, 1993). We therefore -saenpled women in the present study to

gain furtherknow edge about womends empl oyment histor.i

Method

Participants

The patrticipants were 55 women and 35 men from the Somali community in New Zealand. They
were a convenience sample but we aimed for a range of ages and conditions. Therd81 Ce
(Statistics New Zealand, 2002) indicated that there were 576 males and 534 females between the
ages of 15 and 69 living in New Zealand who identified as Somali. The sample of 90 was an
average of 32.3 years old, and had been in New Zealand for aagewsr4.5 years. Of the 53 in

the sample with children, they had an average of 5.3 children, ranging from one child to 15
children. The women were on average slightly older (33.0 years, ranging from 16 to 69 years) than
the men (31.1 years, ranging frd8 to 50 years) and had been in New Zealand very slightly less
time (4.4 years) than the men (4.6 years). Of those with children, the women, on average, had more
(5.5) children than the men (4.8). These characteristics are very similar to a previples bain

had been in New Zealand about one year longer because the present sample was contacted about
year later (Guerin, Abdi & Guerin, 2003).

Procedures

In-depth interviews were conducted by fluent, bilingual, male and female Somali researchers in the
language and place preferred by the interviewees. Most were interviewed at their home in Somali
with notes made in Englistwhich weretypedas soon as possible afterwar@ife entire sample

was unwilling to be auditaped so extensive notesere made ingead. Most topics were
straightforward and concrete so there was little problem interpreting and noting what was said
(unlike interviews about mental health, for example, Guerin et al., 20Dé&kcriptive statistics

were calculated for appropriate datadagualitative responses were reviewed for themes. The
interviews were conducted between April 2002 and June 2003.

The method of interviewing was to Atalk arou
questions. This follows recommendations leyFRia (1989) for indigenous research, basethen
Pagtatanungtanongo r i a s k i methocsheoused advith Filipino$he method is such that
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guestions are asked in a natural conversational corsxyiarticipants fedlke they are having a

chat rathethanbeing interrogatedThis is important for refugees since they have aversive histories
in most cases with government and military interview$ie information sheet was translated into
Somali but because many do not read the language (it was drilytgwritten form in 1972), the
interviewer also discussed the sheets with each participant. Similarly, the quesitibtisemes
were written in English but were talked through in either Somali or English depending upon the
language preference of the pepants.

In addition to some demographic questions, participatdtked about their education and
gualifications, their current income and work, and details about their jobs before arriving in New
Zealand, including whether these jobs requiaedreat dal of communication They were also
asked about the jobs they had in New Zealand, and what they felt has made it difficult for them to
gainemployment.

Results

Employment Background

For the 35 men, 19 had no formal qualifications, six had Diplomas orel@sgianimal science,
business (2), nursing, public administration, computing), one had aydaro automotive
engineering qualification, and nine had a High School Certificate equivalent. Of those with no
gualifications, five were currently completing degs or Diplomas, and one had almost finished a
Law degree before it was interrupted by the civil war in Somalia. Of the 55 women, 48 had no
formal qualifications, six had Diplomas or Degrees (accounting, nursing, midwifery, machine
operator, hair dressingusiness), and one had a High School Certificate equivalent. Of those with
no qualifications, four were currently completing qualifications. Two women also pointed out that
they had done all the accounting for their own businesses in Somalia butviérereo formal
qualifications needed arwlirrentlynonethat wouldrecognsed all their practical work.

For the 35 men, only six had their income from fulltime employment: one as a taxi driver, one in
the computer industry, and four working in freezing kgousually as halal slaughter men).
Overall, 83% were not in fulltime employment. Of the others, 26 had their main income from
government unemployment benefits, and three from student allowances for tertiary education.
Examination of partime employmat found that only 17 out of the 35 (49%) were unemployed and
with no parttime employment, while one of the students and 10 of the others hatnpart
employment with their allowance or benefit.

For the padtime employment, the total sample had at ome tor another held 59 jobs, making an
average of 1.7 jobs per man. This ranged from no jobs ever up to five jobs held at some point.
Considering that they had been in the country on average for 4.5thedaisome were students, and

that some were old®r with disabilities, this does not look as bad as the 83% unemployment would
suggest. The patime jobs included fruit picking, fruitmushroom packing factory work, car
groomer, management supervisor, meat works, car groomer, supermarket, plastigsviacking

for a drug company, service station work, taxi, checkout, sports coach, chicken processing,
computer labels, forklift, hall job, teaching aide, teaching/liaison person, laboratory work, and milk
production factory.

For the 55 women, nonebtaned their income from fulltime employment. One woman had
household income from her husbandds full ti me
government benefits, five from benefits for sole parents, eight from a student allowance, one lived
with her siser but did not say where the household income came from, and two did not answer this
question.
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The women didh great deabf parttime work, however, with a total of 60 jobs. This was unevenly
distributed (unlike the men) and about half the women (28)rtever had a job at all. Of the 37
women who had jobs, this meant that they had an average of 2.2 jobs each, more than the men. The
parttime jobs included: fruit picking, grading and packing (apples, mushrooms, Kiwifruit,
asparagus, blueberries), cleaphouses, checkout work, planting wood, and gingr some board

for flatmates.The main employment for women was seasonal fruit picking and processing, and
many hadundertakerthis hard work regularly for some years.

Barriers to Employment

Participants wre asked about the barriers they had found to getting employmfentouple
reported no barriers:

fil have a job. | believe | can get a job if | want an@6 year old man)

Mostreported barriershowever The majorityof the men answered that lackEriglish and lack of
qualifications were significant barriers. Some also reported discrimination as a problem. Many
women answered similariy that English and qualifications were a probldmt more answered

that they had family commitments and weot Imking for work.

Somebelievedthat they had been discriminated against in getting jobs, either because of their age,
their skin colour, the way that they dseshe lack of formally recogres qualifications, and their

lack of English skills. More womer24 out of 55) also reported discrimination as a problemrand
particular the way they dressas an issue for many employers.

fiThere are not enough jobs around some places; it is ltaget a job because of my colour
/ race 0 (30 year old man)

AAlso enployers have a negative attitude towards employing Somalis as they view Somalis
as not good employeég22 year old man)

AMost Il y | guess itodéds the way | dress puts
went to apply | had lots of layers of cloth but when | started working they told me to wear
pants which was not mentioned during the
emotionally. I di sagreed and told them you
to agree with you. was luckly wasnoét fired but | dondt ex
futureo (20 year old woman)

Many reported that they had family commitments that either precluded them from most
employment or took up most of their time. This was more common among the Waltheugh
not exclusive to the women).

AThe most [barrier] is child care. | have four children under the age of seven, we are living
on a single i ncome, s o having chil d car e
gualificati ons ammare thah $8lhr. Sod wilknotlbe abla to et wek

paid job to cover my child care cost & transport. Plus with the way | dress with veil there
arenodét any | ob o@fpypanoldwoman)t i es i n NZ.
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As expectedpoor Englishproficiencywas acommonbarrier for working in New Zealand settings,
although some women pointed out tRaiglish was not imperative in a numbeljasthey were
notgiven.

Al cand6t even do my grocery shopping witholt
need to lem the basic things first, like communicating in Englisfb4 year old woman)

ASTi mply because every one thinks |1 0m a wa
instructions | ike picking blueberrieé®dm ito
so angry about the whole issue ofG7)jyadd seek
woman)

Also as expected,at having the recogsed qualifications for employment or not having experience
in New Zealand situations watenmentionedas a baier to employmenby both men and
women.

AiINot having a New Zealand qualification is my biggest barri@@7 year old man with an
overseas Diploma in Animal Science)

iINo English, no qualifications, my alisisi |l | s ¢
and nomadic people ¥8 year old woman)

Some participants reported that there were either not enough jobs around, or that others got
preference over them because of the scarcity of jobs.

Al 6m experienced i n r et aietausd of sny aleehing and fou t |
opportunities of what | used to @o(52 year old woman)

Al dondét know, but someti mes | feel that I
NZ, second is NZ Maori, and then | go to numbherd®1 year old woman)

fiLanguage, also not enough jobs in Hamilton, only seasonal wdg year old man)

Many women reported th#tte ethnically way they dressegs an issue for employers, sometimes
for interfering with the work and sometimes merely bec#usie dress codeere unusual for New
Zealanders.

Al think mostly is my dress code, as a Muslim and race because of my colour, and the employers
presume | dondt have enough English. And al s
social worker eta@ (26 year afl woman)

Aéand again if empl oyers think that |l 6m goi
| ayers of cl ot hes, then donodt f eedb7 ysapoldr y f «
woman)

Previous Employment

The results so far suggest that soméhefwell known barriers are present in this population and a
few other problems have been reveal€he of the aims of the study was ateanvestigatewhat

skills the interviewee$iad in Somalia and what preventib@ transfer of thosskills over toNew
Zealand. Participants were therefore questioned about previous employment prior to arriving in
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New Zealand. We found much diversity in prior employment experiences. Table 1 presents the
main occupations of the 20 mand 15 womenvho had jobs priora New Zealand. Most of the

others were too young to have worked at that time.

Table 1: Employment Prior to Coming to New Zealand for Somali Men and Women

Menbs Empl oy mer

Womends Empl oym

Money transfer

Nursing/ nurse aid

| worked for the govemment in Somalia. | also was
farmer growing different crops

Business woman, had a clothing store where |
used to import clothes from Asia and Middle
East

| was a truck driver transporting goods

Nurse and midwife

Shopkeeper (cashier)

Selling things

Seling ice

Machine operator for eight years in a textile
industry in Somalia

Business retailing in clothing

| had a good paying job in Somalia. | was
mainly teaching women who have lived in semi
arid zones what crops to plant that can survive
during fanine

| was farming

| used to sell bulk food not available in Somalia e.
sugar shortage meant starvation in Somalia so | v
travel to neighbouring countries and buy tonnes o
sugar and sell it in Somalia and it was worth a
fortune. In Somalia, Kenya drTanzania. | was
always on the road for business

Business (retailing in hides) and import and expor

Sold clothes to customer and did daily intake like
counting money and recording it and balancing.

Hotel Manager

| owned a food shop (dry rations)

| was a nurse

Sold tea leaves from East African countries to
Somali where it was not available and sometimes
sugar from interstate

Area sales manager at a Company

| was selfemployed, | had a restaurant where | wg
cashier and supervised the daily functidrihe
restaurant.

Business: food and clothing

Had a clothing chain shops; brought clothing and
perfume from the Middle East and sold in Somalig

| was a driver (truck driver)

Business woman (selling dry foods that are impor
from Middle East which weraot available in
Somalia)

I had my own business (commoditiesholesales
and retailing)

Looking after [animals]; | would also buy a big saq
of different rations e.g. sugar, flour, rice and sell t
other pastoralists who will pay twice the price

Shopassistant with my mother

| worked as a physiotherapist but without any
gualification in the refugee camp in Kenya just to
little income for survival

Shop keeper; | worked in a farm

| worked for a petrol company and a business

Customs/ airport anseaport in Somalia

| was a business man (food stores, clothes)

Managing a hostel for orphans

Truck driver







